Who has the right of access to enjoy? by Batala, Lusanda













Who has the Right of 
Access to Enjoy?
61V o l u m e  6 8  /  2 0 1 6
COMMENT
The racist and demeaning utterances that have unravelled in our public discourse in South 
Africa at the beginning of 2016 are 
a cause for concern. They trigger 
thoughts on some pertinent issues 
that touch society; issues that not only 
affect one particular race but cut across 
the race spectrum. 
These outrageous developments 
have begun to make people ask 
themselves if they are being called 
derogatory names for simply enjoying 
what they believe is a basic right to 
recreation. In order to deal with these 
issues, one needs to take a step back 
and begin to examine some concepts 
that might be useful in understanding 
why certain things are happening.
This therefore has also made me to 
go back to economics and understand 
the meaning of what is called a “public 
good”. What it is? Who is meant to 
enjoy it? Who has a right to it? 
Economics defines “public good” as 
a good where no one can be excluded 
from enjoying it and also it is a good 
that is not contested. This means that 
no individual can be excluded from 
the use of such a good. The definition 
further goes on to indicate that where 
the good is used by an individual 
this does not reduce its availability 
to others. Paul A. Samuelson (1954), 
who has been credited as the first 
economist to coin the theory of public 
good, defines the term as a “collective 
consumption good”. 
Then, one begins to ask, what 
kind of good is public? This includes 
such things as fresh air, knowledge, 
public infrastructure, national security, 
education, street lighting etc. this kind 
of public good is available everywhere. 
During my re-educational 
investigation of a public good, it is 
worth sharing that one needs to be 
aware also that a public good might 
at times be subject to excessive use 
that can result in negative externalities 
that may affect all users. Examples of 
this could be air pollution and traffic 
congestion. Therefore, when these 
instances happen, remedial steps to 
counter negative externalities need to 
be taken. This does not mean blocking 
access to the good, but finding 
workable means. 
It is worth mentioning in order to 
avoid confusion that a public good 
may be naturally available and is not 
restricted to that which is provided by 
the government.     
Beaches are also part of the public 
good that society can enjoy without 
any prejudice. What happened on 
beaches around Kwa Zulu-Natal might 
be a development of the struggle to 
preserve public access to the beach. 
This also reminds me of a similar 
incident in California where the 
wealthy beachfront enclave of Malibu 
and media mogul David Geffen filed 
suit to cut off the people’s right to reach 
the beach. Also, the developments in 
South Africa are a reminder of what 
happened in Southern California, 
where public beaches were off limits 
to Blacks and other people of colour 
during the twentieth century. Is this 
really where we want to go as a country 
after overcoming apartheid? I hope 
not. 
The problem we have in South 
Africa is that we treat beaches as a 
luxury, which they are not. A beach is 
a public space that provides a different 
set of tempos to renew public life. A 
beach is a democratic common place 
that brings people together as equals. 
It is where people swim and splash in 
the waves, people watch, surf, while 
away the afternoon under an umbrella, 
scamper between tidal pools, or gaze 
off into the sunset.  Public access to 
the beach is integral to democracy and 
equality.       
Access to beaches for all is necessary 
for equal justice and democracy. 
Beaches are a public space where 
people exercise their fundamental 
rights of association and expression.
Now, were the recent derogatory 
remarks necessary on access to 
public beaches? Absolutely not. The 
constitution of South Africa clearly 
stipulates in Chapter 2, Bill of Rights – 
equality, human dignity, and freedom 
(sections no.: 9, 10, and 12). 
These were all violated by the 
comments and discriminatory remarks 
against the enjoyment of a public 
good. These remind one of the struggle 
song “SENZENI NA” (What have we 
done? Our sin is that we are black?). 
This can create resentment and anger 
within. It can lead one to second-guess 
if what we are experiencing in South 
Africa indeed has the true features of 
reconciliation. Is reconciliation a one 
way or two way trajectory? These are 
some of the questions that can make 
one conclude that “we got a raw deal”. 
I hope not – and I also hope that 
we intensify the struggle against all 
forms and manifestations of racism, 
institutional racism in particular. Surely 
this is not the route we can take going 
forward in dealing with reconciliation? 
Reconciliation is a process that takes 
time. Derogatory comments such as 
the one expressed on access to the 
beach can never lead South Africans 
to the actual reconciliation we all 
envisage. Instead, such sentiments 
will lead to more societal divide and 
more resentment among the races. 
To prevent the unfortunate outcomes 
the racial slurs may produce, there 
is a need for a robust debate on 
reconciliation, racism, sexism and 
national identity. ■
Economics defines 
“public good” as a 
good where no one 
can be excluded from 
enjoying it and also it 
is a good that is not 
contested. This means 
that no individual can 
be excluded from  
the use of such  
a good.
I also hope that we 
intensify the struggle 
against all forms and 
manifestations of 
racism, institutional 
racism in particular. 
Surely this is not 
the route we can 
take going forward 
in dealing with 
reconciliation? 
